Abstract
Introduction
Challenging essentialist, reified, stereotypical representations of women's identities has been a focus of extensive feminist scholarship. The representation of Middle Eastern women in Western scholarship in particular has been critiqued by feminists, drawing on the seminal work of
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Edward Said, for its racist underpinnings embedded in broader colonialist constructs. Feminist and post-colonial scholarly endeavours to challenge these power hierarchies have assumed many forms including: exposing the disconnect between transnational feminist enterprises and women's realities on the ground (Abu-Lughod, 2013; El Mahdi, 2010) ; critiquing Western normative assumptions informing interpretive frameworks for understanding women's expressions of agency (Mahmood, 2012) ; and celebrating what are considered alternative framings of women's agency (Osman, 2003; Maumoon, 1999; Cooke, 2001 ).
These three strands of work have contributed in major ways to a paradigmatic shift in how the "woman question" is addressed both in discourse analysis as well as in empirically based work. This article, however, interrogates whether the counter-narratives have created new binary constructs in their representations whose impact has been detrimental to local feminist struggles for gender equality. The article does not attempt to engage with the many complex and nuanced contentions made in this rich scholarship. Rather, drawing on representations of women's identities and roles in Egypt at two historical junctures, it makes two propositions on how this work has affected constructs of local feminist agency and gender equality struggles.
The first proposition put forward by the author here is that unpacking the genealogy of binary constructs of the indigenous/Western, pious/secular suggests that their foundation lies not only in Western ideological projects, but also in nationalist and Islamist political projects. This paper argues that while the former binary of indigeneous/Western served to re-enforce Western supremacy, the latter binary of pious/secular served not only to enforce patriarchal privilege but to actively mobilise for the destruction of local Egyptian feminist agency. The second proposition is that while women's agency cannot be reduced to accountability for contributing to or undermining the women's rights agenda, it cannot be entirely disentangled from it either. The argument here is that examining the myriad expressions of women's collective agency independently of their impact on women's rights in a country more broadly is highly dangerous in justifying or overlooking policies and practices that circumscribe women's rights.
The article commences with unpacking essentialised identities and how they particularly apply to the case of Egypt. It explores the conundrum of displacing one hegemonic regime of truth whilst avoiding creating another that also creates supremacies that are destructive in and of themselves. In the second part, I will look more specifically at the Muslim Brotherhood (MB)'s discourse on local feminist movements, and binary constructions and implications for gender equality struggles in the earlier parts of the 20 th century. In the third part, I will examine another struggle -a century later -following the Egyptian revolution of 2011, around what a new social contract should entail for gender justice. I will explore the problematics of using an analytical framing that disassociates expressions of women's collective agency from the gender equality agenda and its implications for coalitional work.
Interpretive Frameworks for Challenging Essentialised Women's Identities: Opportunities and Pitfalls
There is a rich literature unpacking the power dynamics inherent in essentialised and reified constructs of identity. Anne Phillips highlighted four distinct meanings of essentialisms in her seminal work Gender and Culture (2010) . The first form of essentialism attributes certain characteristics to all individuals subsumed within a particular category, e.g. all women are caring. It is the kind of essentialism that produces stereotyping of individuals. The second type of essentialism is the reification of attributes of a group for example where culture becomes the 'explanation of everything members of a culture do or say' (Phillips 2010, p. 77) . The third form of reification is in creating new categories to counter the first two kinds of essentialisms inadvertently overlooking difference within. This would apply to forms of feminism which, in a bid to challenge gender hierarchies, entailed collective organisation around championing "women's interests" without recognising the intersectionality of identities and agendas. For example, the assumptions that underpinned a certain kind of feminism that was informed by the Western, heterosexual white middle class woman, without recognition of how differences across class, religion, race, and sexuality diverged from this. The fourth kind of essentialism is a more totalising kind, which entails policing of a particular category. Such an essentialism treats its supposedly shared characteristics as defining ones which cannot be questioned or modified, e.g. are you really a feminist when you believe in x or y etc. (Phillips 2010, p. 81) . At all of those moments when you are told you are not 'really' Indian/workingclass/a feminist/a Trotsyist/whatever, there is a kind of categorical coercion at work. You are being refused your own self-definition because you lack some attribute deemed an essential component of the category you have tried to claim, explained Phillips (2010, p. 81 ) by way of example.
In challenging binary constructs and their reified underpinnings, it is the third kind of essentialism that we see at work in the case study belowhow in the bid to challenge essentialisms about women in the Middle East, new ones were created that overlooked the intersecting identities and agendas at work at the local level.
The rich body of work from feminism and post-colonialist studies has cumulatively contributed to a number of important inroads in how we approach the complex subject of identities and relationships in various contexts, most importantly, the need to avoid reified identities, binaries of categorisations. The intention here is neither to "undo" the displacement of earlier Westocentric (and in some cases racist) constructs of women's agency in the Middle East, nor to downplay these constructs' continued significance for Western settings, in which some groups have attacked Muslims and Arabs. It is, however, to press for recognition of, firstly, how they have contributed directly or indirectly to another form of reification, that of the vilification of local feminist individuals and organisations as 'Western, elite, secular, disconnected' by local power holders opposed to women's rights in contexts such as Egypt (and other contexts as evident from this volume). Second, the case study here exposes how the wellmeaning Western scholarly paradigmatic shift that highlighted the positive contribution of pious women's movements has ignored the question of accountability outcomes for gender equality locally.
Perhaps a good place to start is the author's standpoint and its implications for epistemological approaches to the case studies presented here. This author identifies herself as an Egyptian feminist. By feminist, I mean I am politically committed to redressing intersecting inequalities along the lines of gender, class, religion, geographic background and other identifiers that entrench power hierarchies which distort our humanity and perpetuate injustices. From a positionality point of view, this has given me access as an insider with feminist individuals, organisations and campaigns, enabling me to undertake both formal and informal interviews, be privy to internal documents, and engage in activities as a participant observer (see Tadros, 2016) . In engaging with representatives from Islamist movements, I have been able to undertake formal interviews as well as have access to a vast amount of secondary literature on thematic issues, narratives on the history of the movement and the country, as well as some of the sources of instruction shared with the rank and file (see Tadros, 2012) . I have also been treated as an outsider, however, especially on account of being a non-Muslim (Coptic) woman, for example, blocking my participation in religious instruction classes in the mosques or in internal member That some women's (and human rights) organisations have suffered from a focus on policy at the expense of building local constituencies is undoubtable (Tadros, 2016) . That there has been a struggle in the use of language and framings of justice issues is also a very valid critique (ibid). The same creation of binaries in a bid to challenge Western hegemony can be used in the construct of the secular, feminist versus religious feminist or woman of faith. Feminists are assumed to be secular and are pitted against Muslim feminists/Islamic feminists or women of faith more broadly (Osman, 2003; Maumoon, 1999) . That there are ideological differences between some women who mobilise for example under the Muslim Brotherhood and some who work through rights-based organisations is undeniable, however, as will be discussed below, this does not clearly translate into a secular/anti-religious versus a pious/religious stance.
One of the ways in which some Western-based scholars have sought to challenge earlier binary framings premised on the supremacy of Western normative conceptions of selfhood and subjectivity is through exploring multiple expressions of agency. In examining piety movements, Mahmood asserts that 'it is quite apparent that this particular strand of the Islamist movement is only marginally organized around questions of rights, recognition and political representation' (Mahmood 2012, p. 193) .
Mahmood challenges readers not to 'assume that all contemporary social movements find their genesis in a politics of identity and should be analysed as responses to the juridical language of rights, recognition and redistributive justice' (Mahmood 2012, p. 193 ). Mahmood's thesis is premised on a critique of the feminist epistemology of exploring women's agency in the context of Islamist movements such as the mosque movement. The challenge, discussed below, is that both historically and contemporarily, the mosque movement founders have had highly What is argued below, is that while agency cannot be reduced to gender interests, its collective exercise has implications for gender equality outcomes. When these outcomes are reflective of local struggles and influence policies, discourses and practices that affect whole populations, then we cannot ignore the question of accountability. At the most general level, accountability refers to the process of holding actors responsible for their actions (Fox, 2007; Joshi, 2007) . This involves 'answerability', usually formal processes in which actions are held up to specific standards of behaviour or performance. However, accountability here is used to refer to the process of understanding outcomes in terms of responsibility of different stakeholders for the advancing of particular agendas. Hence, in a context such as Egypt, discussed below, the kind of accountability outcomes under exploration are those associated with answerability of actors for the agendas they advance. This should in no way be understood in prescriptive terms, i.e. a list of requirements against which actors are made answerable for their agendas. Rather, it is about unravelling the power struggles occurring around gender agendas in any context and exploring how the different political interests and policy influencing pathways contribute to, or undermine, equality outcomes. Such power struggles are historically and contextually specific and must be examined as such.
Troubling the Genealogy of Binary Framings of Women's Identities in Egypt
In Politics of Piety, Mahmood discusses her ethnographic experience as a participant observer from 1995-97 in the mosque movement in Cairo.
While she dissociates the mosque movement from the Muslim What is at stake in Western critiques of Islam, in other words, is not simply a question of ideological bias, but rather these critiques function within a vast number of institutional sites and practices aimed at transforming economic, political, and moral life in the Middle East. (Mahmood 2012, p. 191) .
What is missing from this critique, however, is the counter narrative about feminist agency as framed by the founders of the mosque movement. In the early 20th century, the power struggle over "the woman question" in El Banna's vision was of a universal movement that would promote a revival of the idea of an Islamic community whose political, social and economic directions were in line with Islamic precepts (Tadros, 2012) .
However, it is clear from the writings of El Banna that a key element of his vision for the instatement of a just and righteous Muslim society was teaching on gender identities and relations in private and public space.
Hassan el Banna openly attacked local advocates of women's rights as seeking to emulate the West, being blind to the physiological differences between men and women and its implications for gender division of roles.
While Huda Shar'awi and the Egyptian Feminist Union were respectful of religion and many of their struggles for women's rights sought to show the disconnect between Islamic Shar`ia and social practice (Badran, 2005) , nonetheless, they were consistently vilified by the Muslim Brotherhood as enemies of Islam. El Banna called advocates of women's equality downright liars if they denied that a woman's primary role is in the home, taking care of her husband and raising her children and doubly liars if they failed to recognise the value of marital union as the oldest union on earth (El Banna, 1944 in Amin 2006a . In a chapter dedicated to 'the Brothers and women's issues', Amin shares writings which warn that, the influence of the proponents of women's liberation has grown, through the stirring/guidance of the Crusader and Jewish imperialism in order to destroy the Muslim family and society in its (Badran, 1995) . While the Egyptian Feminist Union initiated large-scale campaigns against colonialism in Egypt and Mahmood has challenged us to extricate our conceptualisations of women's agency exclusively from the prism of rights and equality.
Epistemologically, this is a welcome endeavour since it challenges us to reflectively think about our normative standpoint and the biases and assumptions that it wields. However, if we were to engage with women's collective agency as an actor whose agenda and policy-influencing work directly or indirectly affects the local struggles for gender equality, then we cannot disassociate agency from accountability for women's rights. In 1944, Zoheir Henry MP's proposal to parliament to grant women suffrage was rejected. Hassan el Banna vociferously attacked the proposal saying that women's place is at home and any energies spent on the electoral process should be for the education of men on their responsibility to vote (El Banna, 1944 in Amin 2006b . 4 When women were allowed to enrol at Cairo University, the Muslim Brotherhood launched a campaign to prohibit women from entering higher education institutions and to create parallel learning institutions whose curricula would be more suited for their gender roles (Amin, 2003; 2006a) .
Collective agency, whether pious or otherwise, has a consequence for gender equality outcomes. Amin's account of the Muslim Brotherhood's campaigning against the women's rights movement indicates a high level of policy engagement, involving writing letters to the King, to parliament, to sympathetic MPs and ministers as well as grassroots mobilisation. It was both a proactive policy of educating men and women of gender relations and responsibilities but also reactive, seeking to block any policy that would enhance women's rights.
The above historical account is significant for narratives that have sought to challenge Western essentialisms and biases in three major ways. First, the omission of Islamist movements such as the Brothers' vilification of local feminist movements from such narratives creates a highly distortive narrative. It negates the experiences of local women's rights activists in Hatem suggests that contrary to the narrative critiquing the Muslim Brotherhood for their gender ideology, the only piece of legislation they issued when in power was one protecting the rights of female-headed households through medical insurance (Hatem, 2013) . The promulgation of this legislation represented a positive policy measure that responded to a real need experienced by poor, economically disadvantaged women, divorced, abandoned by their husbands or widowed. It is also commendable that in drafting the constitution of 2012, a similar article was introduced stipulating that 'The State shall provide special care and protection to female breadwinners, divorced women and widows'. 6 Hatem suggests that the Muslim Brotherhood's gender agenda reflected their sensitivity and awareness of the economic needs of vulnerable women which was disregarded by elite feminists and the media intent on vilifying the movement (Hatem, 2013 ). Hatem's framing suggests a clear binary distinction between feminists who pursue an elitist agenda focused on political rights versus women of an Islamist orientation who are more focused on bread and butter issues facing economically excluded women.
Yet in reality, it was feminist organisations who had lobbied for decades for state recognition of the rights of female-headed households and for comprehensive national policy on social transfers, legal aid and medical insurance (Bibars, 2001) . The fact that the Muslim Brotherhood-led authorities advanced such a policy both in parliament and inscribed it into the constitution was highly commendable, but its genealogy lay in feminist policy-making demands of the 1990s, well before its uptake in Brotherhood social policy. Ezzat, a highly respected thinker 9 notes that the vision of women who endorse an Islamic framework has more in tune with the New Right activists as a counter reaction to feminism (Maumoon 1999, pp. 278-9) .
On matters pertaining to the family (and against women's equality), and on sexuality and reproductive health, the Muslim Sisters have found more in common with conservative evangelical Christians than with local feminists and activists in Egypt. This challenges the contention that the absence of a local ideologically cross-cutting platform that brings together Islamist women and feminists is because the latter prefer prefer international solidarity over local coalition-building (El-Mahdi, 2010) . It is clear that the Muslim Sisters and Islamist women have also sought to build support around a gender agenda at an international level as well. By challenging any simplistic binary constructs of local feminists being outward looking and local women Islamists being inward looking, it becomes possible to explore the wide array of ways in which organised movements make strategic choices about where, when and how to mobilise. This applies as much to Islamic women's mobilisation as it does to their feminist counterparts, be it regionally or internationally.
Conclusion
The rich scholarship exposing and challenging orientalist interpretive frameworks is to be credited for creating a paradigmatic shift in essentialist constructs of women's agency in the Middle East. This article, however, has argued that other totalising binary constructs need to be While it is true that many feminists groups in Egypt draw on CEDAW as an instrument of appraisal -one that is clearly secular -it is also true that they have drawn extensively on religious and cultural repertoires. Stretching from the early days to the contemporary movement, the Muslim Brothers have established a dialectical opposition between platforms that press for more rights for women and their own as advancing a pious Islamic social, economic and political order. The Muslim Brotherhood's ascension to power, albeit for a short period after the ousting of Mubarak, offered an opportunity to test the case that 'rather than calling to change existing laws, Islamic feminists 10 cry for a return to "authentic" Islam, so that both women and men can achieve their full potential' (Osman 2003, p. 77) . While the promulgation of a new law extending medical health care for female-headed households was a commendable policy, this was countered by a broader gender strategy that sought to maintain and deepen patriarchal power relations. Gender activism of Islamist movements as described by Abdel-Latif and Ottaway than analytically open frameworks. What has been proposed here is that examining agency in relation to the dynamic power struggles in which it is being exercised is critical, agency cannot be simply examined in terms of the vision and actions of those exercising it, it has to be relational to other actors in the same context. The third and final proposition relates to the relationship between agency and accountability in relation to women's identity and gender equality.
The article recognises the dangers of reductionist analysis that exclusively analyses women's collective agency through the lens of women's rights, and cautions against the enunciation of any simplistic linear causal relationship between women's collective agency and accountability outcomes for gender equality. At any one point, gender equality outcomes can be attributed to a complex constellation of influences, some of which we can hold actors accountable for their roles and some of which are the unintended outcomes of a confluence of circumstances and dynamics.
However, in exploring the plurality and richness of women's collective agency, including those of non-feminist and anti-feminist women, it is Tadros. Feminist Dissent 2018 (3) , pp. 57-87 equally impossible to dismiss its influence on gender equality outcomes. If for example, one of the purposes of binary framings is to delegitimise the agency and struggle of local feminist actors, then inevitably there are accountability outcomes that cannot be overlooked. Nothing short of a paradigmatic shift is needed here -not to reverse the gains of exposing orientalism -but to recognise ways in which the creation of counterframings for challenging imperialist projects may inadvertently hurt local struggles for gender equality if they create new binaries and reified identities. 
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